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BOOK REVIEW
Melanoma Techniques and Protocols: Molecular Diagnosis,
Treatment and Monitoring. Edited by Brian J. Nickoloff,
Humana Press, New Jersey
This is an unusual book: unusual not because it is a methods
``recipe'' book for molecular and cell biologic aspects of melanoma,
but because the editor has (sensibly) broadened the topics covered
to include more translational work. Thus as well as the usual
suspects, chapters on isolation of tumor suppresser genes, gene
expression analysis and so on, we are treated to chapters on genetic
testing in familial melanoma, surgical techniques, and patient
monitoring in melanoma. You can argue that these different topics
may appeal to very different audiences, but I am at one with the
editor's implicit view that there is already too much fragmentation
of research interest.
The book opens with an all guns ®ring manifesto by Leroy Hood
in favor of the ``systems biology'' approach to disease. He argues
that it is not suf®cient just to have hypothesis driven science, but
rather in addition to such work, we need to collect data far more
systematically, keep on the look out for emergent properties of
biologic systems, and re®ne our techniques for analysis and
presentation of large data sets. I am sympathetic to this approach
although in some respects we have been here before: most of
nineteenth century natural history could be so described, and it may
be better suited to biology rather than medicine. Ironically,
however, his comments do serve to highlight a weakness of the
current text, a point to which I will return.
The topics covered are broad and, appropriately for a book
concerned with techniques and protocols, the text is very detailed
in places. There are chapters on analysis of gene expression,
isolation of tumor suppression genes in melanoma, characterization
of melanoma antigens, differential display analysis, and techniques
that aim to re¯ect the extent of disease based on analyzes of lymph
node material and blood. All these topics are important for those
who want to be at the margin of advances in research. For people
like me, whose interests are more focused and peripheral, the book
serves to inform about what others are doing and how their
approaches are fairing.
Of course, I have not tasted the products of the recipes. They do,
however, look appropriately detailed. Thus Su and Trent felt it
necessary, in telling us how to do a database search, that step 1 was
to go to Netscape. More bad news I guess for Bill Gates and
Internet Explorer, but at least I was spared the instruction to turn
the computer on ®rst. Criticism of this sort is, however, unfair as,
unless you are fortunate to learn some of these techniques in a
laboratory that is at the cutting edge, the ``minor'' and ``trivial''
things turn out to be anything but.
A customary duty of a reviewer is to advise to who should
purchase the book. For this one the answer is simple; anybody
interested in melanoma research or therapy should ensure the book
is in their university and departmental library.
My chief criticism arises from one of the points Lee Hood makes
in his introduction. Despite arguing that biologists need to develop
more numerical skills, the book does not score well in this respect.
In many of the chapters there is confusion about the difference
between effect size and stability of (numerical) data and the
difference between the c2 distribution and the P statistic, and the
in¯uence of prior probabilities in interpreting diagnostic tests is
neglected. These are problems that are not going to go away and
we would all do better to pay a little bit more attention to Hood's
wakeup call, even if we overslept the ®rst time.
Jonathan Rees, Edinburgh
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